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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to present data and discussion on history researcher 
development and research capacities in Australia and New Zealand, as evidenced in analysis 
of history PhD theses' topics. 
 
Design/methodology/approach – The paper is based on two independent studies of history 
PhD thesis topics, using a standard discipline coding system. 
 
Findings – The paper shows some marked differences in the Australian and New Zealand 
volumes and distributions of history PhDs, especially for PhDs conducted on non-
local/national topics. These differences reflect national researcher development, research 
capacities and interests, in particular local, national and international histories, and have 
implications for the globalisation of scholarship. 
 
Research limitations/implications – Thesis topics are used as a proxy for the graduate's 
research capacity within that topic. However, as PhD examiners have attested to the 
significance and originality of the thesis, this is taken as robust. The longitudinal nature of the 
research suggests that subsequent years' data and analysis would provide rich information on 
changes to history research capacity. Other comparative (i.e. international) studies would 
provide interesting analyses of history research capacity. 
 
Practical implications – There are practical implications for history departments in 
universities, history associations, and government (PhD policy, and history researcher 
development and research capacity in areas such as foreign affairs). 
 
Social implications – There are social implications for local and community history in the 
knowledge produced in the theses, and in the development of local research capacity. 
 
Originality/value – The work in this paper is the first to collate and analyse such thesis data 
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and New Zealand PhD history researcher development; Australian and New Zealand History 
PhD completions; Doctoral theses/dissertations; PhDs in History. 
1 Introduction 
Arguably, research has been an international venture for centuries with scholars travelling or 
sharing texts across national boundaries. In contemporary times, especially through the media 
of the English language and the internet, research has turned into a global and globalising 
practice. History research is a particular field of practice that explicitly focuses on local, 
national and international topics. Most, if not all, democratic developed nations have 
universities that teach and research aspects of their local and national histories, whilst also 
addressing a selection of international topics. One assumes that the international topics that 
are taught and researched partly reflect national histories and interests; in the case of 
Australia and New Zealand, for example, British history is of concern due to its colonial 
legacies, and American and Pacific histories for their contemporary strategic, economic and 
political interests. However, this article shows that scholars and doctoral researchers in 
Australia and New Zealand exercise different choices in these respects – a matter that 
Brailsford (2010a) has pursued in New Zealand. To the extent that these choices determine 
the numbers and range of researchers with expertise in other nations' histories, then the future 
capacities of these nations to engage knowledgeably with others, through diplomatic, 
commercial, educational and other agencies, is affected. It may also contribute to the 
intermingling of global, national and local scholarship in the way that Marginson and 
Rhoades (2002) have theorized more generally. 
In this sense, the awarding of a PhD in history is a local act that signifies not only the 
production of significant and original work examined for the doctorate itself, but also the 
development and arrival of a new history researcher and scholar who may contribute 
nationally and globally. This contribution may be in the academy, but nowadays more 
doctoral graduates work in government, business and other workplaces than in academe 
(Powell and Green, 2007; Neumann and Tan, 2011). However, each of these workplaces, to 
varying degrees, is influenced by, and influences, national, international and global contexts. 
This article arises from analyses of data produced in two independent studies that we 
conducted, and that have been collated and re-analysed here to enable comparisons to be 
made between the two nations' (Australia's and New Zealand's) contributions to PhDs in 
history and to their future research capacities. This work is the first collation and analysis of 
all known history PhD theses (dissertations) awarded in Australia and New Zealand in terms 
of numbers completed and the geographic categorisation of the thesis topics. Two of us 
(Evans and Macauley, 2008), as doctoral education and librarianship researchers, have 
conducted research into Australian doctoral education for over a decade, whereas, Brailsford 
(2010a), a former historian and now academic advisor, has particularly focused on history 
PhDs in New Zealand. A major outcome of the Australian research has been the Database of 
Australian Doctorates (DAD) that comprises all Australian PhD theses, coded by discipline, 
from the first in 1948 through to 2006 (and being extended to 2009). For this paper DAD was 
analysed to enable particular trends to be identified in PhDs in history. This article presents 
comparative analyses of their research on PhDs in their respective nations to focus on trends 
in PhD theses in history from the first such graduates (in 1949 in Australia and in 1954 in 
New Zealand). The article commences with an overview of the two research designs and 
outcomes, and then comments on the strengths and limitations of the comparative analysis. 
Two notable findings are the limited number of trans-Tasman (the Tasman Sea separates the 
two nations) history theses and the more global character of the history PhDs completed in 
Australia compared to New Zealand. 
Australia and New Zealand share a common British heritage in the structure and 
implementation of their PhDs. PhD candidates (as PhD students are formally described in 
Australasia) are expected to undertake original research and scholarship under the guidance 
of at least one supervisor (that is, adviser in USA terms) that culminates in the completion of 
a thesis (dissertation). The thesis forms the sole basis for the examination and assessment 
(Evans et al., 2008, pp. 190-1); unlike in the USA, in particular, there is usually no assessed 
coursework, and supervisors are not permitted to examine the thesis. The only significant 
difference between New Zealand and Australian PhDs is that, like their British counterparts 
and others, PhD candidates in New Zealand are required to undertake a final oral examination 
(Fraser and Rowarth, 2007), whereas Australian candidates are usually not so required (Evans 
et al., 2008, pp. 190-1). With this exception then, one may assume that the substance and 
requirements for undertaking a history PhD in Australia or New Zealand would be almost 
identical and that the examination process itself, which requires external (often international) 
examiners ensures that history PhDs are comparable with each other in both nations. 
2 Research designs 
2.1 The Australian research 
Evans and Macauley's research derives from two projects, from which specific analyses were 
undertaken for this article. One project, funded by the (then) Department of Education, 
Science and Technology, produced a report (Macauley et al., 2009) on PhD thesis records for 
1987-2006 period, and the other was a larger project funded by the Australian Research 
Council. A major outcome of this research is the DAD database which comprises all 
Australian PhD thesis records, from the first in 1948 through to 2006, coded by discipline 
using the Research Fields, Courses and Disciplines (RFCD) schema. DAD was constructed 
from bibliographic records of all Australian PhD theses (dissertations) downloaded in bar 
delimited format from Libraries Australia, the National Bibliographic Database housed, 
online, at the National Library of Australia. The National Bibliographic Database includes 
PhD thesis records submitted periodically from every Australian university library. This 
enabled importation into MSExcel where the records were sorted and checked, and duplicates 
and false drops removed. Currently there are approximately 76,000 PhD thesis records in 
DAD (1948-2006). To ensure the most comprehensive coverage, where possible, individual 
library catalogues from Australian universities have been searched and any records not listed 
on Libraries Australia have been included. 
The thesis records in DAD were coded using the RFCD classification schema for classifying 
research in Australia. The RFCD classification is arranged in a hierarchical structure with 24 
divisions, 139 disciplines and 898 subjects (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 1998). 
One RFCD discipline code was allocated to each of the PhD bibliographic records (in March 
2008 the RFCD was revised and replaced with the Australian and New Zealand Standard 
Research Classification (ABS, 2008)). Ten people coded the records using the bibliographic 
records produced by librarians from all Australian universities. The coders were chosen to 
ensure there was a wide range of relevant expertise between them, including history. The 
RFCD classification allocated to each thesis record was assessed on the basis of: the thesis 
title, subject heading(s) and call number, the department/school/faculty, and (where provided) 
an abstract. Additional resources were used to clarify terms including specialist print and 
online dictionaries, and connecting online to Libraries Australia for relevant links. To ensure 
consistency a number of processes were implemented. All coders were provided with training 
and newer coders were partnered with a more experienced coder. While there were some 
face-to-face meetings, most of the conversations occurred by e-mail with all coders. 
For the purposes of this article, the 76,000 PhD records in DAD were searched for all RFCD 
codes relating to the discipline of historical studies (430100) and articulated to the more 
specific geographically based subjects, for instance, 430101 history: Australian; 430102 
history: Asian; 430103 history: Pacific, etc. This was a relatively simple yet accurate 
procedure as each Australian PhD record was coded to one field of study. Some relevant 
theses may not have been included in the history dataset due to their being classified under 
another code, for instance, 419901 art history and appreciation, however, as the PhDs 
analysed in this article have been adjudged as being primarily “history” our approach 
provides the best possible fit for a comparison with the history theses from New Zealand. 
2.2 The New Zealand research 
Since 1968 the New Zealand Journal of History has published in its October issue a digest of 
doctoral research at the six New Zealand universities with dedicated history departments 
(Auckland, Canterbury, Massey, Otago, Victoria and Waikato). Candidates and their topics 
are listed by university, sub-divided into current research and candidates who completed their 
doctorates (and the final thesis title) during the previous year. Using the New Zealand 
Journal of History as the primary source, 191 history PhDs were completed since 1968, with 
a further six identified in the Union List of Theses of the University of New Zealand for the 
period 1954-1968. 
The New Zealand Journal of History digest is compiled each year by the journal housed at 
the University of Auckland. The accuracy of the published data clearly depends on the 
quality of the information supplied by the other five New Zealand universities' history 
departments. New Zealand history departments have had few PhD students (often single 
figures) at any one time compared to the much larger ranks of undergraduates, making them 
more visible. But occasional errors are detectable if one follows a candidate over several 
years. For example, the University of Otago named four new history PhD graduates in both 
2007 and again in 2008. Tracking each named candidate longitudinally through her/his 
candidature ensured that no double counting occurred. It is a requirement of doctoral 
submission that a copy of the doctoral thesis is lodged with the university library. This 
provided an extra source of information to confirm the New Zealand Journal of History and 
Union List of Theses of the University of New Zealand records. 
The New Zealand Journal of History digest provides a simple but effective data source on 
both the numbers completing history doctorates and the topics chosen. However, while the 
dataset here represents all the history PhDs completed in New Zealand it does not cover PhDs 
in history completed by New Zealand historians. The availability of Fulbright, 
Commonwealth and Rhodes Scholarships has supported aspiring New Zealand historians 
seeking overseas experiences; some return to pursue successful academic careers and others, 
once gone, never coming back (Howe, 2003, p. 55). There is a complex set of “push” and 
“pull” factors (career, family, finance, supervisors, etc.) both for candidates wanting to do 
their history doctorate in New Zealand and for those whose preference is to study at overseas. 
However, since history doctorates typically demand archival research to generate original 
scholarship, a candidate wanting to pursue a topic about New Zealand's past has little choice 
but to enrol at a “local” university. Finally, discipline boundaries are fluid: students in 
departments such as anthropology, politics, sociology, education and geography have carried 
out doctoral projects that deal with history. This is brought into sharp focus when the digest 
spasmodically (from the mid-1990s onwards) included historical doctoral topics underway in 
Māori studies and sociology departments. For the research findings in this article, however, 
the data are for completed doctorates emanating from history departments in New Zealand 
universities. 
To enable comparison with the Australian history PhDs, the 197 successful history PhDs 
were coded using the RFCD classification based on the final thesis title. It needs noting that 
the predominately geographic nature of the coding (by country or continent) elides the 
nuances of historical research. For example, both Caroline Daley's 1992 thesis “Gender in the 
community: a study of the women and men of the Taradale area, 1886-1930” and Felicity 
Barnes' 2008 thesis “New Zealand's London: the metropolis and New Zealand's culture, 
1890-1940” come under the “New Zealand” history category. The two theses share similar 
time-frames and deal with cultural and social history but are in no sense “national” New 
Zealand histories, and their locales, Taradale (a small North Island settlement) and London, 
and are worlds apart. There are numerous other ways in which the doctorates' titles could be 
sub-divided but this was beyond the scope of this particular study. 
3 Strengths and limitations of comparative analysis 
As noted previously, in terms of their substance and requirements the history PhDs are 
comparable between the nations. Both forms of the research focus on the thesis title and on 
any other related information to code theses into their particular history coding. There is 
however, a subtle difference in the ways the two datasets were generated. The New Zealand 
thesis records came from with the history discipline itself. This provides the strength that 
these are clearly history PhDs, although there may be some occasional uncertainty about 
particular theses' specialist fields, but a weakness is that there may be PhDs undertaken 
within the scholarly rubric of history, yet within another discipline area – for example, an 
education PhD that is on the history of school music. The Australian dataset comes from 
aggregated library records that have then been coded first as history, and then into the 
particular specialist field. Although the coding is partly informed by the university 
department or school within which it was conducted, the Australian PhDs in history may 
include a few entries that were supervised outside of a history department, but which were 
actually conducted within history's disciplinary requirements, and the title indicated that it 
appeared to contribute primarily to history's stock of knowledge. Together, this may mean 
that the New Zealand data reflect a slight underestimation of the numbers of history PhDs – 
or to put it another way, the numbers of people qualified to undertake historical research – 
and that the Australian data may include some history PhDs that are less strictly history PhDs 
than those in the former dataset. That said, those data provide the most comprehensive 
representation of history researcher development in Australia and New Zealand. 
 
 
4 Findings: Australian New Zealand and PhDs in history 
The population of Australia in 1970 was 12.7 million and is currently approximately 21.3 
million. New Zealand's population was 2.8 million in 1970 and is approximately 4.3 million 
currently. Australia's population is therefore five times greater than New Zealand's. From 
1970 Australia's population increased by 1.7 times, whereas New Zealand's increased by 1.5 
times. Turning to doctoral enrolments, New Zealand's doctoral enrolments in 2008 were 
6,721 (Ministry of Education, 2009). The number of history PhD enrolments listed in the 
New Zealand Journal of History as of October 2009 was 67, meaning that history doctorates 
in New Zealand are approximately 1 per cent of the total. In 2007 the total number of 
doctorate by research (mostly PhD) candidates in Australia was 41,427 (doctorate by 
coursework enrolments were 1,537). For the first time women (50.4 per cent) slightly 
outnumbered men and 39 per cent of candidates were part-time. 
Tables I and II show 1,908 history PhDs for Australia and 197 for New Zealand, respectively. 
The New Zealand table includes the years 2007-2009, data that are not available in DAD. 
However, on the basis of the records for 2004-2006 we estimate that a further 270 history 
PhDs are likely to have been awarded. This gives an estimated total of 2,180 history PhDs 
awarded in Australia to the end of 2009. Australia has nearly seven times the number of PhD 
students as New Zealand and produces over ten times the number of history PhDs. On a 
national population basis, Australia produces about double the number of history PhDs per 
capita than does New Zealand. 
4.1 History PhDs conducted on own national history subjects 
For both Australia and New Zealand the most popular history subjects were those that 
involved studies within and of the nation in question. This was especially the case with New 
Zealand, where 72 per cent of history PhDs dealt with aspects of New Zealand history, 
whereas it was much smaller (at 43 per cent) for PhDs in Australia on Australian history. It 
appears axiomatic that a nation would expect its universities to conduct research on aspects of 
national history and, therefore, to produce PhDs (and thereby future scholars and researchers) 
in the field. It is a matter of conjecture what the appropriate proportion should be. One might 
expect that universities in these two colonised nations during about a century of 
independence from Britain would embark on developing research and researchers to record, 
uncover, write and analyse their histories. As we discuss below, and can be seen from Tables 
I and II, the consequences of the higher proportion of New Zealand PhDs on its national 
history are reflected in lower numbers – or even none – in the study of histories in other 
national or regional contexts. 
British historian Evans, R. (2009) discusses the national foci of British historians and, in 
particular, the large volume of historical research conducted on continental European topics. 
He contrasts this with the lack of similar levels of interest on the part of European historians 
in Britain. On this basis it appears that New Zealand is more akin to European nations in its 
strong investment in its own histories. Australia, perhaps, is more akin to Britain in its 
interests in its neighbouring regions (see below). However, Evans, R. (2009, pp. 213-20) is 
gloomy about the prospects for British continental historians, in particular for the next 
generations of researchers undertaking their PhDs. He sees that the changes in funding 
arrangements for PhDs, the research assessment exercise (Rae, 2002) (now renamed the 
research excellence framework), and the pressure to complete PhDs within four years are 
limiting the scope of those who undertake their PhD archival and other research in foreign 
nations, especially if they need to become proficient in the language. Australia and New 
Zealand have themselves been subject to recent changes to PhD funding, research 
assessment, and pressure to complete (Brailsford, 2010a; Evans et al., 2008, pp. 192-200). It 
will be interesting to see if these changes increase the Australian intensity of PhDs on 
Australian history and the consequent development of researchers in more colloquial fields of 
study. 
4.2 History PhDs conducted on neighbouring regional history subjects 
Asia and the Pacific constitute what might be called the neighbouring regions of Australia 
and New Zealand. The historical and contemporary connections with particular nations in the 
regions are quite strong, exemplified by Australia's connection with Papua New Guinea of 
which it was the administering power until 1975 (Dorney, 2000), and New Zealand's colonial 
administration of Western Samoa, Nauru, the Cook Islands and Nuie (Salesa, 2009). Both 
nations have political and cultural interconnections with other nations in Asia and the Pacific 
due to their overlapping British colonial legacies: for example, Singapore, Hong Kong, Fiji 
and Samoa. Tables I and II show that Australia has produced 268 PhDs on Asian history and 
60 on Pacific history (total 328), whereas New Zealand has produced seven PhDs on Asian 
history and 11 on Pacific history (total 18). Taken together, Australian PhDs in these fields 
constitute 17.2 per cent of its total PhDs, whereas New Zealand PhDs in Asia and the Pacific 
constitute 9 per cent of its total. The lack of Pacific histories in New Zealand is at first glance 
curious. Howe (2003, p. 50), noting the paucity of Pacific history in general in New Zealand, 
has speculated that New Zealand's “historiography is determined by an underlying 
‘nationalist’ focus” and that Pakeha (European) New Zealanders: 
[…] never regarded themselves as “Islanders” or as of the region, but as members of a self-constructed, 
advanced nation-state whose origins and subsequent external interests lay well beyond the Pacific Ocean. 
Arguably, especially given the larger PhD numbers in Australia, the extent of Australia's PhD 
interest in Asia and the Pacific is far greater than is New Zealand's. Evans and Macauley 
(2008) completed an analysis of all Australian PhDs awarded between 1987 and 2006 to 
identify theses that related to topics on East and South Asia. They showed that “of the 53,754 
PhDs awarded between 1987 and 2006 […] 2,797 (5.2 per cent) were on topics that 
specifically concerned one or more South and East Asian nations”. This appears to be a 
substantial investment in research and research development, scholarly and intellectual 
capacity, and in discovering new knowledge that relates to Asia. Clearly, history in Australia 
is not alone in having significant academic interest and investment in PhDs on Asian topics. 
However, in New Zealand the absence of Asia-Pacific histories at doctoral level continues. 
As of October 2009 there were two doctorates in progress dealing with aspects of Pacific 
history and two connected to Asia (South Asia and Iran). 
The lack of engagement with the Asia-Pacific region in New Zealand history could be a 
product of the relatively recent proliferation of New Zealand history scholarship itself. In 
other words, it is less the case of a lack of interest in elsewhere, than of a burgeoning interest 
with the nation's own history. It was only until the 1960s that the study of New Zealand 
history within the universities was taken seriously, and at secondary school level it was not 
on the curriculum until the 1970s (Byrnes, 2009). The first recipient of a New Zealand 
history PhD in 1954, Keith Sinclair, is credited with legitimising New Zealand history as 
worthy of study and writing about a distinct national identity (Byrnes, 2009). The history 
PhD has been both the apprenticeship for a new generation of professional historians in New 
Zealand and the development of researchers who have created some of the key works in its 
historiography. This is evidenced by the fact that of the 67 current history PhDs in progress 
(as of October 2009, listed in the New Zealand Journal of History) 57 (82 per cent), from the 
“work in progress” titles, appear to be topics located in or about aspects of New Zealand's 
past. 
This disparity in researcher focus between Australia and New Zealand indicates that – all 
things being equal – Australia and its universities have developed more researchers with 
capacities to foster historical research in/on the Asia-Pacific region compared to New 
Zealand. Assuming that a significant number of Australian recipients of history PhD on 
Pacific and Asian topics are now able to act as supervisors of new history PhD students in the 
Australian university system then there is an argument that this disparity in research capacity 
will be sustained with implications for each nation's capacity to understand and relate to their 
wider region, for trade, inter-governmental relations, etc. While we discuss elsewhere the 
student-centred reasons for opting to select a New Zealand-based research topic, the danger 
for New Zealand history research development is that it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy of 
more New Zealand history PhDs nurturing more local studies at the expense of building 
research capacity in other national domains. This, in some ways, relates to the concept of a 
non-developmental culture with regard to researcher development (Evans, L., 2009). 
4.3 History PhDs conducted on British history subjects 
As noted previously, Australia and New Zealand have a common British colonial heritage 
that permeates many aspects of their social, economic and cultural life. One might expect that 
a significant number of history PhDs in both nations would focus on British history, 
especially as it related to Australia or New Zealand. Tables I and II, however, show a 
startling difference between the two nations: Australia had 179 PhDs in British history, 
whereas New Zealand had only seven. 
Our audit encompasses over half a century of history PhD production. Given the influence of 
British history on school history lessons in both countries in the post-war years, and numbers 
of British-born historians teaching in both university systems, an interest in British history 
seems logical. The relative paucity of British history topics in New Zealand can partly be 
explained by the fact that New Zealand was slower than Australia in fully extracting itself 
from the colonial “apron strings”; it could be argued that many of the New Zealand history 
PhD topics from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have a strong element of 
“British” history subsumed within them (for example, Felicity Barnes's 2008 thesis, cited 
earlier). However, as both countries have increasingly positioned themselves as independent 
members of the Asia-Pacific region it is likely that history PhD students in both Australia and 
New Zealand will have declining interests in history research related the “mother country” – 
arguably with consequential reductions in researcher development in such fields. 
4.4 History PhDs conducted on European history subjects 
Australia and New Zealand's connections to continental Europe are often most directly seen 
in the migration of people from European nations to Australia and New Zealand. There are 
also other connections concerning trade, wars and culture. Yet Tables I and II, again, show a 
marked difference between the two nations, with Australia having the larger numbers and 
proportion of PhDs on European history. New Zealand universities have awarded a total of 
five PhDs in European history, whereas the corresponding figure for Australia is 137. As we 
observed with the Asia-Pacific regional data, Australian universities appear to have a greater 
capacity or “critical mass” to sustain European history researcher development. This relates 
to the greater capacity overall for Australian universities to sustain history PhDs as evidenced 
by the fact, discussed earlier, that Australia has produced twice as many history doctorates on 
a per capita basis than has New Zealand. 
From a New Zealand perspective two issues could be at play in explaining the paucity of 
European history PhDs. The first is a lack of archival material and supervision expertise to 
complete these projects, and the second relates to second-language abilities. New Zealand 
students wanting to conduct European history PhDs may lack “hands on” experience of 
working with archival documents in a second-language, or if they do have second-language 
proficiency they might have benefited from completing their PhDs overseas. It is noteworthy 
that four of the five “European” history PhD projects involve twentieth century military 
history, and all emanate from one university, suggesting that it may enjoy a specialist 
capacity to nurture these topics researched at the other side of the world. 
4.5 PhDs conducted on North American history subjects 
Australia and New Zealand's connections to North America are partly, in the case of Canada, 
due to a similar British colonial history (not withstanding Canada's significant French 
colonial connections, too) and the interconnecting consequences. The connection to the USA 
is strong for reasons of its economic and political power and the various military, inter-
governmental, trade and educational links. From the Lange government (1984) onwards New 
Zealand adopted a more independent stance, geo-politically, than previously. Its particular 
opposition to nuclear weapons and nuclear-powered warships led to a fracturing of the 
Australia, New Zealand and United States) military accord. Although Australia had similar 
policies on nuclear weapons and nuclear-powered warships, it was more acquiescent through 
a practice of not requiring visiting US warships to declare if they carried such weapons. 
Australia has remained closer to the USA as a result, especially over military and security 
related matters. On this basis, and given what has been shown previously of New Zealand's 
emphasis on its own history for its own PhDs, it is no surprise that Tables I and II show that 
there are 52 PhDs on North American history recorded for Australia and only two for New 
Zealand. To some extent the lack of North American history is surprising given the 
popularity of American history in New Zealand (Taillon, 2009) at undergraduate level. Since 
history PhD graduates embody not only research capacity in the field, but also future doctoral 
research supervision capacity, it is difficult for New Zealand to sustain North American 
history research and doctorates with only two recipients in over 50 years. More broadly, it 
raises the question of whether the lack of researcher development in the field leaves New 
Zealand less able to engage critically and knowledgeably with American policy and actions. 
4.6 History PhDs conducted on the rest of the world 
We have grouped classical Greek and Roman history, and histories of Latin America, the 
Middle-East and Africa together, although we acknowledge the differences between each. 
However, the numbers are generally small in each case. Australia has 178 PhDs recorded in 
total for the “rest of the world”, of which the largest area is classical history, with 110, and 
the next is 40 for history of the Middle-East. New Zealand has only one PhD recorded in total 
for the “rest of the world”. This disparity again reflects Australia's greater research capacity 
overall to sustain history research and researcher development, especially through doctorates. 
4.7 History PhDs conducted on trans-Australian and New Zealand topics and relations 
We have discussed above the frequency of history PhDs that deal with regional neighbours 
(Asia and the Pacific), historic connections (Europe and especially the British Isles) and post-
World War II economic and military ties (the USA). But the countries that ought to have the 
most in common are Australia and New Zealand themselves. Although there are subtle 
differences between the understandings of “Australasia” and the “Tasman World” in 
Australia and New Zealand, it is remarkable that doctoral students have had so little interest 
in developing research on their neighbours across the Tasman Sea. Of the 2095 history PhDs 
in Australia and New Zealand universities, only 12 PhDs in Australia (Table III) and three in 
New Zealand (Table IV) have dealt with the “other”; in short, fewer that 1 per cent of history 
PhDs have taken their trans-Tasman neighbours as the subject matter. This state of affairs 
continues today (certainly for New Zealand) as only one of the 67 current history PhD topics 
(listed in the New Zealand Journal of History digest) deals with a trans-Tasman topic and is 
coincidently part of a cross-disciplinary New Zealand Australia Research Centre established 
in October 2008 and housed at the University of Canterbury. 
While travel to overseas archives and language proficiency are obvious deterrents or barriers 
to some would-be doctoral projects in distant places, the same cannot be said for crossing the 
Tasman Sea. Moreover, because of Australia's and New Zealand's histories, many archival 
collections have documents about both. This is a legacy not only of the numerous treaties, 
government agencies, businesses, professional bodies and voluntary associations that have 
had a singular Australia and New Zealand framework, but also of the fact that there has been 
virtually unrestricted migration between the two countries. In particular, doctoral candidates, 
as citizens of each nation, are able to study as “locals” in each other's nation and with access 
to “domestic” scholarships, stipends, etc. This myopia indicates that without institutional 
capacity building, such as the New Zealand Australia Research Centre, history PhD students 
on both side of the Tasman could be missing out on mutually beneficial historical research 
opportunities. Consequently, researcher development in these respects is somewhat insular in 
focus and scope, and muted at a time when other trans-Tasman activities are strengthening 
and, arguably, could benefit from enhanced mutual research capacities. 
5 Conclusion 
Australia and New Zealand are two nations with modern societies and economies established 
in lands with long indigenous histories that were colonised by the British in the late 
eighteenth century and which obtained independence about a century later. Their PhD 
systems reflect their British heritages, but the ways in which PhDs have been used to develop 
research and scholarly capacities in history show some important differences. These 
differences may reflect differences in national interests, but one may also argue that national 
interests may be shaped by each nation's research and scholarly capacity in history. 
This article has compared history studies PhD theses from Australian and New Zealand 
universities. The comparisons were made by analysing related datasets coded by the RFCD 
schema with 197 New Zealand theses and 1908 Australian theses. Interestingly, 72 per cent 
of New Zealand doctoral theses focused on history of that nation, and 43 per cent of 
successful Australian candidates produced theses focused on Australia's history. Strangely, 
however, there was evidently little interest in developing research and researchers with 
capacities to explore each other's history and their interconnections. While New Zealand's 
theses manifested a clear focus on the nation's history, Australian PhD theses incorporated a 
more international stance, with foci on Asian, British and European topics, plus some 
apparent interest in the Pacific and North America. In New Zealand's case it is suggested that 
“cultural nationalism” (Sinclair, 1986) may be one reason for researching the nation's own 
history. Australia, on the other hand, does not appear to have the same commitment or 
connection to its nation's history in relation to the production of PhD theses and the 
development of researchers. In presenting these data we have identified the broad parameters 
of the outcomes (theses and graduates) from Australian and New Zealand doctoral 
programmes that generate some reflection on other nations' history PhD programmes and 
outcomes. 
Moreover, undertaking this kind of audit allows both prospective doctoral advisors of history 
PhD dissertations and would-be history doctoral candidates to understand the scope and scale 
of doctoral work already completed in Australasia. This knowledge can assist the process of 
ensuring that candidates find dissertation supervisors who are compatible with their 
requirements. Along with national policy agendas to increase research capacity and 
development, and individual universities wanting to grow their postgraduate numbers, we 
should not lose sight of the fact that doctorates in the humanities have a reputation for being 
the “problem children” of the PhD sector, due to slow completion times and high attrition 
rates (Lovitts, 2001; Ehrenberg et al., 2009). The decision to embark on a history doctorate 
involves an element of risk for the candidate, supervisor and the host department since it is 
likely that approximately one-third of history candidates will fail to complete their doctoral 
studies (Brailsford, 2010a). While there may be an intellectual argument for encouraging 
candidates to research historical topics beyond their own national boundaries, there will be 
compelling practical counter-arguments for embarking on a historical research topic that is 
locally-situated and more readily achievable. The consequences, however, are felt most 
strongly in terms of researcher development for the future, rather than in the limitations of the 
new local knowledge embedded in the theses. 
The individualistic character (Saunders, 2009) of humanities disciplines such as history 
forces us to consider the paradox of what candidates choose to study for their doctorates in 
contrast to what a wider national interest might require. In recent years, with increasing 
scrutiny on doctoral education, policy makers have attempted to assess the societal benefits of 
postgraduate education; however, from the student perspective the choice of history topic is 
likely to be more self-centred. Research on why students choose to complete doctorates has 
identified overlapping causes such as career progression, desire for an academic career, 
personal development and identity issues, political and social activism and, on occasions, 
simply drifting in (Salmon, 1992; Leonard et al., 2005; Churchill and Sanders, 2007; Gill and 
Hoppe, 2009; Neumann and Tan, 2011). Brailsford's (2010b) interviews with 11 history PhD 
students revealed the complex decision-making process that candidates went through before 
deciding to embark on a PhD in the first place, and then figuring out (based on previous 
history honours-level coursework and contacts with would-be supervisors) their actual PhD 
research topics. While the selection of research topic – and, therefore, the field for the 
researcher's development – would be guided by the existing historical literature, ensuring that 
the doctorate met the “original contribution to knowledge” criterion for the award of a PhD, 
the emphasis was on selecting an area of study that was personally rewarding, built on 
existing historical knowledge, and was feasible in terms of access to archival materials. 
The data from this historic audit identifies broad patterns of national interest that can be 
partly explained by Australia and New Zealand's geographic locations and traditionally 
dominant Anglophile cultural, economic and historic connections. While the past is not 
necessarily the best predictor of future trends, it is possible that history candidates with a 
more global outlook can be encouraged to engage with histories beyond their own shores and 
to develop their research capacities in these respects. For a start, the digitalisation of 
historical archive collections means that the tyranny of distance can be overcome. In addition, 
short-term exchange programmes for doctoral candidates, such as the one operated by the 
“Universitas 21” consortium (Universitas 21, 2011), removes the either/or decision facing 
history candidates about where to locate themselves for doctoral study; they can have the best 
of both worlds. Linked to this, the possibilities afforded by the award of doctorates jointly by 
two universities provide opportunities for history PhD students to undertake comparative 
studies encompassing two or more countries' histories. Nonetheless, without supervisors and 
departmental heads nudging prospective candidates towards more innovative and challenging 
history topics, the likelihood is that candidates will bow to “safety first” approaches to 
research proposals. At present, in an era of doctoral education premised on the importance of 
“timely completions”, there are few incentives in place for either candidates or supervisors to 
embark on historical research projects that might add to the general good of society. 
History PhD theses produce both transferable substance (original research for the doctorate) 
and research expertise (embodied in the graduate). Arguably, this knowledge and expertise is 
potentially useful – especially where it involves PhDs on other nations' history or on 
international topics – to government (for example, in foreign policy and relations) and for 
business (for example, in international trade). Furthermore, PhD students' engagement with 
other nations' histories often encompasses work in those national contexts, that is, moving 
from one local and national context to another “foreign” local and national context. Such 
experiences, which sometimes require learning a different language, may be seen as 
(re)positioning a new scholar within a global scholarly community in a deeper way than most 
other disciplines (anthropology is another example) are able to do. This is because, for these 
PhDs on other nations' histories, the discipline itself requires systematic study and 
understanding of some aspects of the foreign local culture and language, not just the 
collection of data from a foreign site (such as in geology or marine science). We suggest, 
therefore, that ethical and sustainable global policy and practice benefits from such 
knowledge and expertise, both in its published scholarly forms and, crucially, in its embodied 
forms in the history doctoral graduates. It seems, therefore, it is incumbent on nations and 
their universities to offer history PhD programmes to produce growing knowledge and 
research expertise, and on government, institutions and business to employ and deploy such 
doctoral graduates usefully. 
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